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THE EXAMINATION OF THE EYES OF SCHOOL 

CHILDREN 



JOHN C. EBERHARDT 
Optometrist, Dayton, O. 



The development of the mental faculties depends largely, if 
not entirely, upon the functions of perception, and these should 
therefore receive critical attention during childhood. Professor 
Tait, of the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, in his treatise on 
Light, says: "All our other senses together, except under very 
special conditions, do not give us one tithe of the information 
obtained at a single glance, and sight is also that one of our senses 
which we are able most effectively and extensively to assist by 
proper apparatus." 

The phonograph, reproducing the falsely pitched voice and 
nerve-racking discords of a distempered piano, graphically dem- 
onstrates the undulatory theory of sound; nor can we criticize 
the faithful reproduction of these sound photographs. 

Sight is purely a mental phenomenon, for the image of ex- 
ternal objects reflected upon the inner wall of the eye is trans- 
mitted over the million nerve-fibers composing this wall to the 
innermost recesses of the brain, where consciousness of vision is 
born, and where also, phonograph-like, mental impressions are 
recorded, which, even after the lapse of years, will enable the 
mind's eye to pass in review that which caused them. 

In the phonographs we know the accuracy of construction and 
delicacy of adjustment essential to its satisfactory operation. 
We should certainly be equally critical in dealing with that 
choicest of possessions — the eye. 

Environment largely influences the mind for good or evil. 
The deformed eye, therefore, which constantly transmits to the 
brain distorted images must undoubtedly have a demoralizing 
influence upon the mentality. That this is true is evidenced by 
the statistics of our reformatories, homes for the feeble-minded, 
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inebriate retreats, and insane asylums, showing, as they invari- 
ably do, large percentages of visual defects in the inmates. 

Allen Greenwood, M.D., in an address before the Boston 
Medical Society, recently urged that municipalities take up the 
investigation of the eyes of school children, emphasizing the fact 
that alarmingly large percentages of backward and feeble-minded 
children examined had been found to be afflicted with deformities 
of the eyes, impairing vision, all of whom evidenced marked im- 
provement, mentally and physically, when defects of sight had 
been corrected. 

The Medical Review of Reviews quotes the results of investi- 
gations conducted by Dr. Theodore Gelpe of Vienna, in which 
he states that 72 per cent, of feeble-minded children examined 
had been found possessed of extremely defective eyes, largely of 
a congenital character, capable of marked improvement by 
properly adapted glasses. 

Dr. John J. Cronin, chief of division of school inspectors of 
New York City, reports that, out of 7,166 pupils examined, 33 
per cent, were found to have defective sight; whereas in Phila- 
delphia the health board recently recommended that the authori- 
ties provide funds for supplying suitable examinations and 
glasses to the large numbers of poor school children in need of 
them. 

One of the frequently encountered defects is a marked de- 
formity or subdevelopment of one eye, which, owing to the re- 
sultant low vision, and consequent non-use, leads either to its 
total loss, a condition of cross-eye, or the various phases of nerve- 
suffering and mental degeneration referred to. 

During childhood, when development is as yet incomplete, 
nature sends to each function blood and nerve supply, not only 
for the purpose of enabling it to perform its work, but also to 
contribute to its growth. If, therefore, owing to a deformity or 
faulty development, an excessive activity is involved, a corre- 
spondingly excessive expenditure of nutrition and energy will 
result, depleting the part and interfering with its development. 

The question presenting itself is, therefore : Can an effective 
and feasible means be provided by which these cass can be dis- 
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covered ? It has been found impracticable to accomplish this by 
means of specialists! as the task, owing to the large numbers in- 
volved, is a difficult, if not an impossible, one. Several years ago 
the speaker suggested a plan which, if carried into effect, would 
result in the discovery of at least many such afflicted pupils. 

For this purpose the regular wall test-chart is used. As many 
pupils as possible are seated in two rows facing the wall, and 
about twenty feet away. The rest of the pupils leave the room. 
Each of these pupils is provided with a sheet of paper on which 
to write his name. 

The pupils are now required to cover one eye with a handker- 
chief (or strips of muslin can be used), the teacher displays the 
test-chart on the wall, and the pupils are instructed to copy the 
test-letters thereon, holding up their hands when completed. 
Some will accomplish this task quickly, while others will hesitate 
and after considerable effort abandon the attempt. (The teacher 
can here obtain considerable information of their acuteness of 
vision.) When sufficient time has been allowed, the chart is re- 
moved, and the pupils are required to cover the other eye, when 
the reverse side of the chart, containing other letters, is displayed 
and copied in a similar manner. These papers will at once indi- 
cate the acuteness and accuracy of vision of each eye, those show- 
ing unsatisfactory results being later again submitted to the test. 

Where one or the other eye is very deficient, the result will at 
once indicate it, and parents may be notified. The principal should 
always have thisi chart at hand for the purpose of investigating 
the eyes of the dull, non-studious, unruly, or truant scholar, which 
may frequently furnish evidence of inestimable value. 

Experience has demonstrated that marked deformities of the 
eye are usually due to malformations of the skull, which the 
analytical observer readily learns to recognize; whereas those 
pupils having deeply wrinkled foreheads, or those complaining 
of periodical headaches, should always be suspected as being 
possessed of eye-defects, and be subjected to examination. 

The following cases are typical and demonstrate possibilities. 
Two years ago a boy, thirteen years of age, was brought to me. 
His vision was stated to be satisfactory, but nerve disturbances, 
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which had evidenced themselves since the first school year, had 
gradually become more marked, until they had developed into a 
well-defined condition of epilepsy, the boy having had several 
attacks of falling fits monthly. He had been under treatment for 
four years, without relief, whereas recently attacks had become 
more severe, and frequent. Examination revealed an extreme 
distortion of the left eyeball, with the vision in this eye very im- 
perfect and accomplished at the cost of great strain, leading to 
acute headaches, if the eyes were used for any length of time. 
The correction of the defect by the requisite glass, and the enforced 
activity of the defective eye, gradually, not only brought 
vision in this eye up to the normal, but also contributed to such 
an extent to improved physical conditions that for the past eigh- 
teen months he has attended school regularly, which he had not 
been able to do for several years prior to this time, and the nerve 
disturbances have entirely disappeared, the boy not having had 
an attack in over a year, and his school percentage showing a 
marked advance. 

The second case was that of a boy of twelve brought to me 
by one of our principals. He was the son of extremely poor 
parents, who ridiculed the idea of glasses. He was given to 
truancy, was difficult to control, was non-studious, and appar- 
ently was mentally deficient. The correction of an extreme 
anatomical deformity of both eyeballs by suitable glasses not only 
developed vision where he had been to all intents blind, so far as 
objects beyond ten feet were concerned, but also thwarted vicious 
tendencies, and he became fond of his studies, as was evidenced 
by the marked change in his percentages. He is now working 
after school hours, and his employers commend him and are in- 
terested in him, and I am firmly convinced that the boy's future 
has been largly influenced for good. 

The third case was that of a young girl, aged sixteen, who, 
since her eighth year had suffered from periodical attacks of 
headache, which in recent years had been accompanied by diges- 
tive disturbances, evidencing themselves by acute nausea, which 
had defied medical treatment. An examination revealed the fact 
that, while the left eye was normal, the right was so defective in 
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formation that well-defined vision was an impossibility. Upon 
being questioned, she insisted that her vision was perfect, since she 
was able to see test-letters both on the wall-chart and at reading 
distance. Upon being requested to hold her hand over her left 
eye, she for the first time realized that she had no vision in the 
right beyond the ability to perceive light. With the proper glass 
before this eye she could with difficulty vaguely discern letters 
one-half inch in size, when brought to within six inches of the 
eye, and these for only a minute, when they became blurred and 
then faded away. Why? Because, owing to the existing de- 
formity, and consequent non-use, the visual functions in this eye 
had not devoloped. Spectacles containing an opaque glass be- 
fore the normal eye, and the corrective lens before the deformed 
eye, were prescribed for exercise use. By this means the dormant 
eye was forced into activity for short periods at first, as exhaus- 
tion speedily evidenced itself. After the first week improvement 
was marked, and the eye could now read headlines in the paper for 
ten minutes. At the end of the second month the eye was able to 
read regular newspaper print for half an hour. At this time 
clear glass was placed before the good eye, and glasses have since 
been worn constantly. Recent examinations reveal the vision to 
be normal in the deformed eye through the corrective lens ; but, 
what is most significant, headaches, nerve and stomach disturb- 
ances have disappeared, and the general health is vastly improved. 

This case would have been discovered instantly by the test 
suggested, because the girl could not see even the largest letters 
on the test-chart with the defective eye, whereas a study of facial 
proportions at once revealed a marked distortion of the right side 
of the face, due to a cranial deformity. 

Can we contemplate these possibilities unmoved ? How many 
children may be struggling on under your very eyes, condemned 
to live within a circumscribed mental as well as visual horizon, 
to whom science might give invaluable service, were it but 
appealed to? 

Cultivate the ability to read aright the hieroglyphics graven 
by suffering upon the faces of the young. Note the faulty posi- 
tion assumed by some students, the extreme tilting to one side 
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of the head, a disposition to squint until the eye is scarcely visi- 
ble. Add to this the simple visual test suggested, and you will 
encounter, when you least suspect them, visual deficiencies, the 
correction of which will not only be of great value to the ones 
afflicted, but will also prove a fascinating and grateful field of 
research and lead to the discovery of new truths. 



